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To my parents. I am the person I am because of the people you are. I love you. 
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Cooper eyed the ledge and made a quick assessment. Could he make the jump? Was it safe? Was his equipment properly rigged? It was going to be close, but experience told him he could do it. 

“Cooper, don’t do this,” Lucy urged. “The rest of the team will be here soon with the equipment. They can rappel down from the other side. It’s not worth the risk.”

“They can’t get to her from up there without someone else being down on that ledge to guide them. You see how it juts out right above. Heck, I don’t know how she got there.”

“Help! Please! I’m scared, and the bleeding won’t stop.”

Cooper’s heart sped up, not from the cries for help, but from the adrenaline that began racing through his veins. They’d found her, and she needed help. There was no time to waste, no more seconds could tick by as he analyzed the situation or waited for the others. It was now or never.

Lucy grabbed his arm. “Coop, if anyone should go, it’s me.”

He shook his head. “Have you ever made a jump like that?”

He saw her assess the distance between the ledges before shaking her head.

“I’m on my way,” he called to the woman, Lacie Grey, who had been missing for three days. She’d identified herself when they heard her screams and answered, and he felt relief wash over him. But that relief soon disappeared when he realized she’d gone over the side of the mountain and was perched perilously on a jagged edge on the other side of the canyon. Cooper would have to rappel down and then jump across the chasm, hoping he could fit on the narrow ledge beside her with his first aid kit and climbing gear.

With a silent prayer that he could make it, that she wasn’t too badly hurt, and that a member of his team would find a way to help them up, he took a breath and began his rapid descent. He felt rocks loosen and fall each time his feet hit the wall, but he made it to the ledge just above and opposite where Lacie was huddled.

“I’m going to jump over to you,” he told her as he unbuckled his harness. “Don’t move.”

He saw her look down to the racing water below.

“Can you make it?” Lucy called from above.

Cooper nodded without thought. He had to make it. There was no other choice. Even with help on the way, there was no telling how long it would take for them to arrive or how badly hurt she was.

“I’ll make it, Lacie. Stay where you are so I have room to land.”

He hoisted his first aid pack farther onto his back, inhaled deeply three times as his thoughts automatically pleaded, St. Bernard, pray for us. On his last inhale, Cooper made the leap, crashing onto the ledge, gripping the side of the mountain as his balance waivered. He clutched the rock wall and steadied his breathing until he felt ready to let go and turn to Lacie. Her pants leg was covered with blood, and a bone protruded through the tear in the fabric.

“I tried to use part of my shirt as a tourniquet, but I couldn’t get it as tight as I wanted it.”

“You did the right thing. Even if you didn’t stop the bleeding, you probably slowed it down. How long ago did this happen?”

“Not long. An hour maybe. I heard you calling me, and I tried to follow your voice. I guess I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. I fell from up there.” She pointed to where Lucy waited.

“How did you end up here?” he asked, reeling with disbelief.

“I, I don’t know. I just did. Lucky?” She shrugged

Cooper winced. Lucky was an understatement. Visions of another woman on a similar ledge, one who hadn’t been so lucky, filled his mind, but he couldn’t go there. He focused on Lacie whose voice was weak, her breathing shallow. She was close to going into shock from the blood loss. 

“Coop?”

He picked up his radio and answered as quietly as he could, turning away from the young woman. “She’s okay. Protruding tibia. Sizeable loss of blood. Shock imminent.”

He carefully removed his backpack and knelt beside her. Dried blood was caked in the dirt around her, and blood continued to drench her pants but wasn’t gushing. He checked her pulse and assessed her pupils for brain trauma and blood pressure. She was shivering, but not as much as she could’ve been. He felt the temperature of her skin. Just as he thought, shock was imminent. 

“You’re lucky. Temps are dropping tonight, so you would’ve suffered from hypothermia. The nights aren’t as cold as they have been, but the weather is unpredictable around here. No telling how cold it could get. Can you feel your fingers and toes?”

She nodded. “Pretty much. They’ve been numb at night, but I’ve been wearing gloves and warm hiking socks. I tried to keep moving as much as possible.”  

Cooper grunted his approval before he gently began cutting away her pants.

“I’m going to try not to hurt you, but I have to see how bad this is.”

“It’s okay. Go ahead and—” she gasped and clutched his arm. Cooper felt her rapid breaths on his face, smelled her stale breath.

With as much tenderness as possible, he removed the fabric but left the wrapping she’d secured around the bone and wound.

“I had an extra shirt,” she said between gasps as he tightened the tourniquet. “The gauze I had was for small scrapes and minor injuries. I didn’t have anything—” She grunted in pain. “To wrap it with.”

“You did a good job.” He wasn’t lying. She’d done just what he and all other EMTs were trained to do. “Do you have first aid training?” He needed to keep her talking and focused on anything but the pain.

“I used to be. I was a Girl Scout when I was growing up and volunteered at a camp when I was in high school.”

“Well, it shows. You did everything right.”

“Everything except watch where I was going.”

He didn’t argue with her, and he didn’t add that the worst thing she did was go hiking alone. He knew she knew that already. 

“Any allergies to medicine?”

She shook her head and said, “No.” 

He nodded.

She winced as he added more bandages to the wound. He wrapped them around the bone, trying not to move it but applying enough pressure to stabilize the tibia. He gave her credit for being tough and composed. 

“Now what?” she asked as he sat back and breathed a long sigh, her voice fading.

“I check on the rest of the team.” He pulled his radio from his pack and called for a location. 

“We’re almost to you,” Lance answered back. “About a hundred yards or so. How’s she doing?”

“Better than expected, but she’s got a protrusion of the right tibia. Significant blood loss. She’s awake, lucid, and stable, but shock is setting in.”

“Copy. See you in five. Is Lucy with you?”

“She’s still above. It was tricky getting down here.”

“Copy that. We’ll assess once we arrive.”

Once the team was there and made a plan for getting the Stokes basket down to the ledge and up again, it took less than twenty minutes to get Lacie up on firm ground and dosed with a mild sedative. Lucy, their Medic, was monitoring her until the chopper arrived. The authorities had been notified, and her family was being called. Cooper told Lacie goodbye and gathered the gear he’d left above when he rappelled down.

An hour after finishing his paperwork, Cooper sat at the bar in Rick’s and nursed a beer. It had been one heck of a day. 
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“How’s the patient?” Dr. Joe Blake asked Amanda. They stood in the first floor breakroom.

“Better. Lucy had her stable by the time the helicopter arrived. She’s a good medic. The ambulance will be here soon to take her to Mountain Home. She’s going to need surgery.” She paused and looked at Joe. “What made her think it was a good idea to hike in that area alone?”

Joe shrugged. “People do it all the time.”

Amanda leaned against the counter in the room Joe had converted to a break room. She admired all he’d done to turn the centuries-old house into a clinic. It was as state of the art as it could be, considering they were in a very poor town far from any large medical center, while still maintaining a cozy, comfortable feel. That was thanks to their ability to obtain funding as well as the keen eye and skill of local interior design student, Cindy Kline and local carpenter, Stan Higgins. Amanda had been Joe’s partner in the medical clinic for almost three years and much preferred this small-town clinic to the chaos of the busy Nashville hospital.

“How’s Helena feeling? Any better?”

“Not really. She’s tough though. And she knows it’s almost over. She’s tired all the time, her feet are swelling, and she’s eating non-stop, but nothing abnormal.” Joe chuckled. “And she likes the excuse to eat anything and everything.”

Amanda scoffed. “Joe, that’s terrible.”

“But true. She knows I love her no matter what, and it’s nice to see her not worry about her weight for once.”

Amanda shook her head. Helena was one of the most beautiful women she knew, and Amanda wished she wasn’t so paranoid about being a couple sizes larger than she thought she should be. As far as Amanda was concerned, Helena was just right. The rest of the female population were much too thin.

“Keep telling her that, Joe. And don’t let her compare herself to Andi. They may be sisters, but Andi is a former SEAL with a serious exercise regimen.”

“True. And we know how Helena feels about her body, which is beautiful by the way. She was so anxious she was going to have twins and never be able to shed the weight. I worry about her.”

Amanda’s irritation grew, not at Helena but at society. “You tell her that maternal weight gain with twins isn’t any more than with a single baby. The babies gain the weight, not the mama. And she’s going to need to be healthy to feed both babies, so the weight should be the last thing she worries about.”

Joe’s eyes widened. “Hold on. What did her last sonogram show? She didn’t tell me—”

Amanda laughed. “No, she’s not having twins. I’m just saying, if she ever does have twins, she has nothing to worry about.”

“Phew. Okay. You scared me. Although, there was nothing like growing up with a twin, and I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

Amanda saw the pain in his eyes and knew not a day went by that he didn’t think about Jeremy.

Before she could muster some inadequate response, Joe looked at his watch. “I’d better get going. We’re having dinner with Andi and Wade tonight.”

“I’m right behind you. Have a good night, Joe.”

“You, too, Amanda,” he called as he headed upstairs where their offices were. 

Amanda checked her own watch. She hadn’t prepped anything for dinner, and she was starving. She’d drop by Rick’s and pick up a burger to take home. Her mouth watered as she walked upstairs to her office to grab her purse. A burger was just what she needed.

***
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“Hey, Dr. Pierce. How are you tonight?” Cooper heard Rick say to the doctor on the other side of the bar. 

He knew Dr. Pierce a little from dropping off people at the clinic, and she was friends with his brother, but he didn’t know her well. She had long auburn hair twisted into a braid that was beginning to loosen so that strands curled around her face. She had hollows under heavy-lidded eyes and must’ve had a long day. It occurred to Cooper that she may have treated Lacie. He wondered how the young woman was doing. He considered asking, but he was too tired to move from his barstool, and he didn’t want to yell across the bar.

“Hey, long day?” Dale laid his hand on his brother’s arm.

“Not really. Just another day on the job.”

“I heard. Nice rescue. I’m told she’s going to be okay. She needs surgery for the leg and was dehydrated, but otherwise, she’s in good condition. She was lucky.”

“Would’ve been luckier if we’d had a dog. It’s taking forever to get the approval.”

“Red tape, I’m sure. And Funding.”

“I’ve footed the bill for the training and the adoption.” He smiled at his brother. “Living rent-free has its perks.”

“Evening Chief. What can I get you?” Rick asked Dale.

“Nothing, thanks. Just wanted to check on Cooper.”

Cooper felt the usual irritation one felt toward an older, meddling sibling.

“I don’t need checking up on,” he said, not shielding his annoyance. 

“I didn’t say you did. I saw your truck in the lot and thought I’d let you know what I heard about the girl.” He gestured to the beer sitting in front of Cooper on the bar. “Though this is becoming a habit. Having a beer or two after a rescue.”

Irritation was replaced by anger. “You trying to say something? Because last I checked, I’m a grown man, well over the age of twenty-one.”

Dale shook his head. “Just an observation. You and Trudy still on the outs?”

“We broke up. And it’s been weeks. End of story. Not that it’s any of your business.”

“She’s a nice girl,” Dale said. 

“Yeah, she is, but she’s way too young for me. It just wasn’t right.” He turned to look at his brother. “And how about your love life? Want to share who you’re dating these days?”

He saw the hurt cross his brother’s features, and he knew he’d crossed a line, but he didn’t apologize. Dale held Cooper’s gaze for a moment, then shook his head. 

“I heard about the rescue. Where she was when you found her. Heard she fell over a cliff onto a ledge.” He paused before asking, “You okay?”

Cooper looked away and swallowed before shifting his gaze back to Dale. “Yeah. I’m okay, and I’m sorry for what I just said. That was uncalled for.”

Dale nodded. “It’s fine. But I mean it. I really was coming by to check to see how you’re doing. That couldn’t have been easy for you.”

Cooper shrugged and took another drink. “It’s part of the job.”

Dale stared at his brother for a few moments. “Look,  for what it’s worth, you did a good job. I’m proud of you. But I’d be a lot happier for you if you had somewhere to go besides a bar and someone to go home to besides me and my kids. I know today must’ve been hard, and I’m sure it brought back a lot of memories, but I hope it reminded you that you’re good at what you do. You save lives. And you deserve to be happy.”

“Do I?” Cooper looked at his brother, knowing the answer already, and knowing that he and Dale disagreed on what that answer was.

“You need to let it go, Cooper. Move on. You’ve spent enough years blaming yourself.”

“Yeah, so I’ve heard. Thanks for the advice.” He took another swig of beer. “Don’t you have kids to get home to?”

Dale watched him for several moments before speaking. “Don’t stay out too late. I don’t want you waking them when you get home.”

Cooper stared ahead, not looking at Dale. “I won’t be long.”

Dale stood there for a few minutes more before turning to go. “Don’t drive. Call me if you need to. See you later.”

Cooper waited until Dale was gone before he placed a handful of bills on the counter and headed toward the door. He shouldn’t have said anything to his brother about dating. That was low. Ruth had been gone for almost three years, but Cooper knew Dale was still devoted to her. She was the love of his life, and cancer claimed her too soon.

The evening was cooler than when Cooper first entered the bar. April was almost here, but March had yet to become a lamb, and it still felt more like winter than spring. Another long, cold winter had come and gone, and Cooper was still alone, as he should be. Dale thought he knew what was best, but Cooper didn’t deserve happiness or someone to go home to. All Cooper had to go home to were nightmares about a rescue gone wrong, a day he could never get back, a decision he could never change. 
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“This meeting of the Southern Comfort and Aid Society is now in session,” Andi said, raising her glass and clinking it with the other women at the table. 

Amanda clinked her red wine with Helena’s sparkling water and took a sip. 

“How are things at the library?” Amanda asked.

Helena groaned. “We aren’t getting enough money from the county to purchase all the books being requested. Now that there are a few rentals in town, and businesses are attracting tourists, more people want to use our services. The town still can’t afford to give us a decent budget, though, so I’m spending my weekends going to thrift shops and yard sales trying to up the inventory, but new releases are few and far between.”

“What about grants? Have you tried finding any that support libraries in low-income areas?”

“I’m filling them out, but we don’t seem to be getting any.” Helena sighed. “And they’re getting ready to open that new bookstore on the other side of town, which could be the death of us.”

“I don’t think so,” said Melanie, a nurse at the clinic. “Even with the town growing and people bringing in a little more money, most people don’t have the extra money to buy brand new books. Not at the prices they sell for these days. That bookstore will do well with tourists, but you won’t lose your base. Besides, you’re the only place in town with free internet access and all those programs you run. Even if the bookstore holds a story time, they can’t host all the other meetings you do.”

“Yes, but AA and quilting clubs don’t pay to use our meeting rooms, so there’s no income there.”

“Can Wade and Jackson find the funds?” Melanie asked. “After all, they know lots of people with money. That’s what their business is all about.”

Andi shook her head. “Their business is about investing in the town, not funding the library.”

“What’s the difference?” Amanda asked. “Isn’t investing in the library the same as investing in the town?”

“She’s got a good point,” Helena said, elbowing her sister. 

“Okay, enough talk about money and investing. I hear enough of that from Jackson,” Cindy broke in. “I’ve got a new client who wants me to redesign her main bedroom and bath, and I need help convincing her not to go with red and black wallpaper.”

All the women groaned and began offering Cindy advice. Amanda sat back and listened, knowing this was out of her wheelhouse. She smiled as she gazed around the table. The women were locals and newcomers, fresh college graduates and established career women, childhood best friends and new additions to the fold. Yet they were all friends, all women who came together to support each other, give advice, lend a hand to help or a shoulder to cry on. These were the women who had welcomed her into their inner circle, and she couldn’t be happier than she was at this moment. With her job at the clinic and friends like these, she had everything she could want in life. 

***
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“Really?” Cooper could hardly believe his ears. He looked at his phone as though they must have the wrong Cooper Mackenzie. “How soon can I get her?”

“You can pick her up today if you want. She’s ready to go. The department’s already okayed it.”

Cooper pushed back his chair and leaped to his feet, pumping his fist in the air. 

“Finally. I’m on my way.” He headed to the sheriff’s office, knocked, and opened the door without waiting. “Just got the call that we have a dog. They said you already approved it. I can’t thank you enough.”

“Don’t thank me. You’ve earned it.” Sheriff Beverly Wilson grinned at him. “Go get your girl.”

Cooper’s cheeks hurt by the time he got to the training facility in Fayetteville. He hadn’t stopped smiling the entire way. After showing his credentials, he tried to be patient as he waited to be called.

“Officer Mackenzie?” He stood and looked toward a woman standing by an open door. Suddenly nervous, he wiped his hands on his pants. What if this didn’t work? What if she wasn’t a good fit or didn’t take to him? What if she wasn’t good with kids? That was a deal breaker.

“Here,” he answered after tamping down his doubts.

“Hi, Officer Mackenzie. I’m Wendy. I’ll be working with you and Scout.” The blonde, pony-tailed woman reached out her hand, and he took it, shaking it vigorously.

“Cooper, please. Did you say Scout?”

“Cooper,” she said with a smile. “And yep, Scout. We didn’t even name her. I think she has a destiny, Cooper. Come on back.”

He followed her, greeted by a wave of barks as they walked between two walls of cages. They stopped near the end, and Wendy turned to Cooper.

“Here she is. She was a rescue. Came from a pretty bad situation, but she has survival instincts and has already proven her intelligence. The shelter recommended her to us right about the time we got the approval from Sheriff Wilson.”

Cooper frowned. “Rescued from a bad situation? How is she with kids?”

“They said she’s great with kids. She’s just a little... we’ll say rambunctious, but that’s a great quality with SAR dogs because we want her excited every time you take her out on a job.”

“I live with my brother and his kids. You think that’s okay?”

Wendy nodded. “I think she’ll be fine. She’s a good girl.” She turned and changed the tone of her voice as she looked in the cage. “Aren’t you, sweetie? You’re just the best girl.”

The dog eyed him warily. She looked like a lab, a well-bred one.

“She a purebred?”

“We think so. Yellow lab. Loves to play fetch.” Wendy opened the cage door. “Come meet your new best friend, Scout.” 

The dog scooted away and glued herself to the back wall of the kennel.

“Oh, come on, honey. It’s okay. He’s one of the good guys.”

“What’s wrong?” Cooper asked, beginning to doubt this was going to work.

“It’s not you. She’s afraid of the uniform. But she has to get used to it. Here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a dog treat, then handed it to Cooper. “Give her this.”

Cooper took the bone-shaped treat and reached his hand inside the cage. “Hey, there, Scout. This is for you girl.”

After a moment, Scout leaned toward his outstretched hand and sniffed the treat and then his fingers before moving on to his hand and arm. Cooper carefully stooped down, so he was not as threatening, and talked in a low, soothing voice.

“Good girl, Scout. It’s okay. We’re going to be good friends. Come on, girl. You can take it.”

Scout looked past his hand to his face and locked eyes with him. He saw the fear and questions they held, and he smiled, letting her take him in.

Tentatively, she licked the treat then gently took it from his hand.

“Good girl, Scout. Good girl. Want to come out and play?”

After a couple more treats, the dog stood and slowly stepped out of the cage. She sniffed him some more before nudging his hand onto her head for a rubbing.

“She likes you,” Wendy said. “Now, time for some training.”

Four hours later, Cooper pulled into the driveway where two very excited children were jumping up and down, eager to meet the new member of the family. He’d asked Dale to not be in uniform so Scout could get used to him in plain clothes first. Cooper explained the rules to Suzy and Jamie and reminded them that Scout was not a pet, but they could play with her and help with her training as long as Cooper was there, too.

When Cooper got into bed that night, Scout walked around her bedding three times before settling down. Cooper smiled and told her good night. By the time the sun was breaking through the curtains, Scout was stretched out beside Cooper in his bed. 
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The clinic was crazier than ever all week. Amanda couldn’t wait to go home on Friday and do absolutely nothing. She prayed for a no-event weekend, but that rarely happened. Her phone buzzed on the way to her car, and she answered with a smile.

“Wade’s meeting with Eric to discuss some questions Eric has as the new mayor. Wade said he’d help him out. Alicia and I are lonely. In the mood for pizza and a glass of wine?”

“Always,” Amanda said. “I’m leaving work now. Is five minutes too soon?”

“Never. Come on over.”

“Need me to pick up anything?”

“Nope. We’re all set. See you soon.”

Amanda drove straight to Andi’s house. Though closer in age to Helena, Amanda was drawn to Andi from the beginning. They quickly became the best of friends, and Amanda was grateful they were in each other’s lives. Andi was the first real best friend she’d ever had. 

The first thing Amanda did when she got inside the house, besides giving Andi’s golden retriever, Boomer, lots of love, was take off her shoes.

“I don’t care how comfortable the shoes are in the morning. Nothing feels good by five.” She gave Andi a hug and took a seat at the table where she began playing peek-a-boo with Alicia. Andi’s daughter was almost two and just graduated to a booster seat.

“I hear you. I don’t know how other women wear heels all day. Boomer, leave Amanda alone,” Andi said to the eight-year-old golden retriever who was nudging Amanda for more attention. 

Amanda felt herself relaxing already, and it was more than the wine. She felt a real kinship with Andi, and it was impossible not to feel good inside this beautiful old house. The large rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows, walls literally filled with books, and family portraits lining the staircase turned the farmhouse into a home. 

“Were you busy today?” Amanda asked. “It looks like a lot of folks were in town.”

“We were. It’s going to be a beautiful weekend. Lots of hikers and campers out and about.”

Amanda frowned. “Which means I won’t have a nice, quiet weekend.”

“Rough week?” Andi handed her a glass of wine.

“Let me put it this way, I hope this is a freshly opened bottle.”

Andi laughed. “It is, and since you’re the only one drinking, there’s plenty more. I tried to get Helena to come over, but she and Joe had plans, not that she can drink either.”

“Yeah, Joe said Helena was looking forward to a night at home.”

Amanda smelled the pizza as soon as Andi opened the oven door. She watched the pie as Andi carried it to the table, her mouth salivating.

“I didn’t know how hungry I was until you opened the oven.”

Andi laughed. Once she was seated at the table, they said grace and dug into the pizza. 

“I saw the books being delivered to the bookstore today,” Amanda said after downing almost an entire slice.

“Helena is still a nervous wreck about it, but don’t all towns have a library and a bookstore? Cities have a library and dozens of bookstores. When I was at the Academy, I think there were only a few in Annapolis, but I remember Baltimore had tons. And San Diego has at least a dozen. I could spend hours at Bluestocking and never look at my watch. Or my phone. Which says a lot.”

“I think there’s so much more to the library than just shelves of books. She runs programs and has all those computers, and how many book clubs check out books from the library? Plus, she partners with the schools since they don’t have librarians anymore. Whose smart idea was that anyway? No school librarians? Crazy.”

“I agree, but the bookstore will still compete, I’m sure. Except they won’t have librarians and probably not the school partnership, but who knows?” Andi stopped and answered Alicia’s fifteen questions before continuing. “I get why she’s nervous, but there will always be people who don’t want to buy books. Maybe a few special ones here and there, but for books you’re going to read once and then be done with, why buy them when you can get them from the library?”

They moved on to talking about other things happening in town, the new businesses coming in, and the two hotels that seemed to crop up overnight. They were small, but they were always full, fueled by their proximity to the national park.

Amanda noticed Alicia rubbing her eyes. Her angelic face was covered with sauce, and Amanda couldn’t help but smile. She never wanted marriage or kids, but lately, she thought her friends’ kids were the greatest things on earth.

“I think this little one is ready for a bath and bed,” Andi said. “You want to stick around until I get her down?”

“You know, I’d love to, but it looks like I may not get much rest this weekend. I’d better go home and get however much sleep I can.”

She hugged Alicia and gave her a loud kiss. Alicia returned the affection with a sloppy, open-mouthed “kiss” on Amanda’s cheek. They said their goodbyes, with more love for Boomer, and Amanda headed out.

The night was still cool for late March, but there was the distinctive, sweet scent of verbena in the air. Spring was coming, and Amanda was ready for it. She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. Wade and Andi’s farm was magical, and Amanda loved everything about the fields, the long, fruit tree-lined driveway, and the gardens that Andi’s mother spent a lot of time grooming. She often said she felt like she was spending time with her beloved friend, Blanche Montgomery, once again.

Wade and Andi had a rich history in this town. Their families went back generations, and they had more friends than they could count. Most of them, happily married and beginning to have kids. Amanda had all that, too, back in Nashville, including the family with the big house that went back generations, but nobody in Buffalo Springs knew about that part of her life, and she wanted to keep it that way. 
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Cooper’s phone buzzed, pulling him from the first deep sleep he’d had in over a week. He and Scout had driven to and from Fayetteville every day, giving and receiving signals, running drills, and learning how to work together. It wasn’t as much exertion as performing rescues, but it was just as exhausting. They were getting high marks, though, so it was worth it. 

He’d taken Scout on a couple night calls, but they didn’t require her help—a cliff diver collided with another diver mid-air and needed to be airlifted out, a boater was rescued when his kayak overturned and was washed down river, an intoxicated teenager drowned after jumping from a cliff and not resurfacing, and an older man drove his car over a steep embankment and wasn’t able to be saved. Cooper couldn’t wait to go to bed and hoped for an uneventful night. 

He turned in early. Dale and the kids were doing homework, and it was still light outside, but he craved his bed. 

Hours later, Cooper was jolted from sleep. He reached for his buzzing phone and tapped the screen, accepting the call and putting it on speaker as he sat up and rubbed his eyes.

“Cooper here.”

“Cooper, we’ve got a lost child,” He recognized Sheriff Wilson’s voice. “Wandered off from the tent after her parents fell asleep. The family is camping for the weekend. Mom is frantic. Dad is out looking, but it’s dark, and he doesn’t know the area.”

Cooper let a low moan escape his throat as he tossed back the covers and stood. “Oh, not a kid.”

“Yeah, a little one. Time is of the essence, and we need you, Cooper, and your dog.”

Cooper was already pulling on his jeans. 

“What about my team?”

“Call them. Whatever helps us find this little girl.”

Cooper heard the worry in the sheriff’s voice. He thought of his niece and how they would feel if she was missing. He crept down the hall.

“Dale, you asleep?”

“I was. What’s up?”

“I got a call. Lost kid. Buffalo River Campground. Thought you might want to know.” Dale didn’t have anything to do with most of Cooper’s calls, but sometimes, especially when kids were involved, Dale wanted to help, too. 

“I’m up. You call Mom?”

“Nope. Can you?”

“On it.”

Cooper went back down the hall to retrieve his shoes. His bed partner was sitting up, panting, and her tail wagged at a breakneck speed. 

“Party time,” he told her. “This is not a test. Let’s see what you can do.”

He pulled a shirt over his head and headed toward the bathroom. In under ten minutes, he and Dale were giving their mother a kiss on the cheek as they walked out the door.

Cooper and Dale met the sheriff at the entrance to the campground. 

“No sign of her. She’s five. The mom thinks she went in search of a bear cub they spotted when they were hiking earlier. She’s obsessed with bears.”

Cooper blew out a long breath. “Let’s hope the mom is wrong.”

“You’ve got this, little brother. Come on.” Dale patted him on the back as they headed toward the anxious family, and two more trucks pulled in front of the welcome center.

Sheriff Wilson introduced them. “This is Officer Cooper Mackenzie, Chief Search and Rescue Responder in this area, and his brother, Dale, chief of police in Buffalo Springs. Cooper’s going to lead the search to find Evelyn.”

Cooper shook their hands. He asked several questions, gathering information about the child. “Do you have anything that smells like Evelyn? Clothing, a favorite stuffed animal?”

The mother nodded. “Yes, just a minute.” She retreated to their tent and returned holding a sweatshirt. “This is what she was wearing today. She’s in pajamas now. Her shoes are missing, but she doesn’t have her jacket.” The woman broke down in tears, and her husband put his arm around her.

Cooper took the shirt and held it out for Scout. “Here, girl. This is Evelyn’s. We need to find her, okay?”

Scout sniffed the shirt then gave a short, sharp bark, her tail wagging at top speed.

“I’m going to take this with me. We’ll be back with your daughter.”

He turned to brief Dale and his team, instructing them each where to go. He told Dale to stay with the parents. As a parent, himself, Dale could empathize with them, and he was always calm under pressure. 

Cooper let Scout off her leash. It was still dark, but the moon was almost full, and they had already lost too much time. Scout put her nose to the ground and began sniffing. She circled the campsite several times before sitting by a trail and giving her sharp bark.

“Good girl, Scout. Let’s go.” The dog headed down the trail at a quick but efficient pace, sniffing the ground as she went.

“Evelyn!” Cooper called. “Can you hear me? Your mommy and daddy are looking for you.” He listened but only katydids and tree frogs answered him back. He called again, and an owl responded. Cooper smiled. It was as if the animals were calling, too, trying to prompt the little girl into answering. 

After thirty minutes of searching and calling, Cooper was beginning to worry. Scout continued sniffing, but every now and then, she stopped, circled the area, and then turned down another trail. Cooper wanted to have confidence in his new partner, but in his mind, he was certain they should have found her by now. How far could a five-year-old go in the dark on her own?

He knew how easy it was to get lost in the woods at night, how easily one could get hurt out here, and how close the river was to the campground, but could she really have gotten that far? A chill ran down his spine at the thoughts racing through his mind. He called again, louder, and he heard the fear in his voice. A nighthawk answered this time, and then the woods fell silent. 

The lack of sounds unsettled Cooper as they walked quietly through the woods, the soft wet leaves uttering none of their usual crunches.  The silence was deafening. He’d never experienced this before. Not even a single chirp of a cricket could be heard, but then...

Scout barked, and her tail went crazy. She looked to Cooper for a command, and he almost yelled, but forced himself to keep calm as he was trained to do.

“You’ve got this, Scout. Go!”

Scout took off, and in the silence of the night, Cooper heard a small mewing, like that of a newborn kitten. His heart began to hammer, and his senses went on full alert. He followed Scout, who had picked up her pace. He heard the mewing again, and this time, he knew it was a child crying. 

Scout ran right to a hollowed-out tree and sat on the ground, her tail wagging even more. Cooper approached cautiously and softly said, “Good, girl, Scout,” before leaning toward the tree.

“Evelyn, is that you? Can you answer me? My dog and I are here to help you. She followed your smell all the way here. Your mommy gave us your shirt, so Scout knew what you smell like.”

He took a breath and continued, “I know I’m a stranger, but I really did talk to your mom and dad, and they told me some things about you. I know you’re five, you love bears, and you’ve been camping your whole life. I also know you’re brave, and you’re not afraid of the dark. Your mommy and daddy would really like for you to go back to the campground. They’re worried because they couldn’t find you. Will you let Scout and me take you back?” As he spoke, the crying stopped.

“Am I in trouble,” a small voice asked. 

Cooper smiled. “Well, I can’t promise that your mom and dad won’t be upset you left the camp, but I promise they’ll be relieved that you’re okay.”

“I’m not supposed to go with strangers.”

“That’s a really good rule. My name is Cooper, and you’re Evelyn, so we aren’t total strangers, but you’re still right to be careful. What if I call your dad and let you talk to him?”

There were several beats of silence before Cooper saw a small shape emerge from the tree, the moonlight illuminating strands of blonde hair around Evelyn’s face. 

“Can I pet Scout?”

Cooper smiled at the little girl covered in wet leaves and dirt. Her blonde hair stuck to her face.

“You sure can. She loves kids.”

After a few moments of petting Scout, Evelyn turned to Cooper. “Can I talk to Daddy?”

“I’m calling him right now,” Cooper told her as he waited for Dale to answer. After a brief assurance that she was okay as far he could tell, he handed her the phone.

Cooper smiled as he listened to Evelyn try to explain that she had wandered off because she needed to go to the bathroom and thought she was big enough to go by herself, then she saw a deer and followed it. 

She began to cry as her father spoke on the other end of the phone. She nodded at whatever he said, then handed the phone back to Cooper. He told her father they would be back soon and disconnected. He sent a message to the rest of his team.

“Are you hurt anywhere? Can you walk?”

“I’m not hurt, but I’m scared I’ll get lost again.”

“How about you hold onto Scout’s collar? She won’t let you get lost.” Evelyn nodded and took hold of the collar. Cooper praised Scout before they headed back to the campground. It wasn’t until they were walking through the trees that he realized the symphony of night music had resumed and accompanied them through the forest.

***
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“Sorry to do this to you,” Cooper told Dr. Pierce when she met him at the clinic. It had started to drizzle, and the once-bright moon was hiding behind a cloud

“It’s fine. Part of the job. It’s my night on call.” She unlocked the door and turned on the lights. 

“The family will be here any minute. I’m sure the little girl is okay, and Lucy checked her out on the scene, but her parents wanted her to be seen by a doctor.” He looked around the clinic with the same awe he felt each time he was there. One of his classmates grew up in this house. Cooper had attended birthday parties and sleepovers here. He’d thrown up downstairs when he was fourteen and they were being reckless and stupid. 

“I can’t get over how different this place is. From the outside, it’s still the same house I visited as a kid. From the inside, it’s an amazing medical facility.”

The doctor nodded and dropped her umbrella into a tall, metal can. “I’m pretty amazed myself. Joe had been here a year when I joined the practice. It was awesome then and is even better now. Of course, after the fire, we made some big changes.”

They heard a car, and both turned to look through the window.

“It must’ve been a nightmare for her parents,” the doctor said.

“You have no idea,” Cooper told her, all too familiar with the feeling of having a loved one lost in the mountains.

She looked at him with questions in her eyes, but he turned away. He had his demons to live with, and he didn’t share them with anybody. Too many people around knew about them already.

“I told Dale I’d meet the family here so he could get home. Mom’s with the kids.”

“That was nice of you. I know Dale appreciates all your help.”

“Yeah, well.” He shrugged. “As soon as the intros are done, I’m heading home, too.”

“That’s fine,” Amanda told him. 

After Cooper introduced the family to Dr. Pierce, he said his goodbyes. Before he made it through the door, a small pair of arms encircled his legs. He gently turned and looked down at Evelyn. She gazed up at him with large blue eyes.

“Thank you, Mr. Cooper. And Scout. Thank you for finding me.”

Cooper felt his heart melt. He bent down and wrapped the little girl in his arms. She was the same age and size his niece was when she lost her mom, so he attributed his sudden churning of emotions and the moisture in his eyes to that fact. 

He let her go and told her to never wander off again. She nodded and promised, and Cooper made a hasty retreat before he revealed even more about himself than anyone had a right to know.

***
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Amanda yawned as she slipped back into bed. She’d alerted Joe and their office manager, Dotty, that she would be in late, so she didn’t need to be at work until noon—that was the deal she and Joe had when one was called in overnight. She might sleep until eleven. It wasn’t that she was at the clinic long. Evelyn was fine, and the exam was quick and easy, but being awoken in the middle of the night, dressing, hurrying to work, and having to be at the top of her game didn’t make settling back down easy. 

After locking up and driving home, Amanda tried to calm herself enough to go back to sleep, but she felt wired. She made a cup of chamomile tea, but Amanda was still wide awake by the time she finished the cup while reading a chapter in the cozy mystery Helena recommended. Her mind didn’t want to turn itself off. She kept thinking of that little girl, of the fear her parents must have felt, and about the man who rescued her.

Amanda had known Cooper since she first arrived in Buffalo Springs. They were often out with the same crowd. His brother, the chief of police, was best friends with Joe and Wade, and Cooper had gone to school with Helena. He was a great dancer—not that she’d danced with him—and was often taking a turn on the dance floor with one of his former classmates who all seemed to be in love with him. He dated Trudy for a few months, but that seemed to end without drama. He laughed out loud, on the rare occasions he laughed, smiled when he found something to be funny, and enjoyed being part of the
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